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County Agent’s Notes:

May 8, 2000

My pear tree is dying!
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Notice: There will be a training session for the Private Applicator License at the Attala
Extension Service office on Thursday, May 18th at 6:00PM. This license is required for the
application of restricted use pesticides. The training session is for the purpose of new issue or
renewal of the Private Appliator license.
Although I mentioned this earlier in the year, we need to revisit the subject of fire blight
in pear and apple trees. This disease is more active and more destructive this year than in most
previous years, and we have received dozens of calls about the problem.
Fire blight becomes obvious as new growth twigs on pear and apple trees suddenly wilt
and die, normally some time between budding and the formation of young fruit. Usually a few
branches are affected on each tree, but this year the severity of infection has ranged from very
light on some trees to killing almost every new twig on some. Most of the pear trees in the area,
including both ornamental and fruit bearing types, have been damaged. Apple trees have been
affected to a lesser degree, although some individual trees have fairly heavy loss of new growth
tissue.
Unlike most diseases that affect cultivated plants, this problem is caused by a bacteria
rather than a fungus. The fungicides we normally use on fruit trees will have little if any affect

on this disease, although the copper found in Bordeaux solution is capable of reducing the
disease when it is applied early in the spring prior to budding.
Fire blight has been found in North America since the Revolutionary War. Prior to 1900
it was concentrated in the Eastern states, but then spread to the West coast. The disease is now
found in all apple and pear growing regions of the country. It is one of the most destructive
diseases of pome fruits, drastically reducing yields in many years.
Apple and pear trees are the most common hosts. Other members of the rose family,
such as cherry, blackberry, quince, plum, and even strawberry, are susceptible, however it is
rarely found on these plants. The majority of apple cultivars are susceptible, although some,
including Delicious, Golden Delicious, and McIntosh show fairly good levels of tolerance to the
disease. The pear variety called Orient is resistant. Other resistant varieties of both pear and
apple are being developed and tested. This factor should be considered when purchasing new
trees for planting.
Incidence of fire blight is influenced by several factors. First the disease organism must
be present, carried from season to season on host plants like the old Kiefer pear variety or other
susceptible apple and pear varieties. The disease is favored by cloudy, humid weather, and by
driving rains. Very likely the rainy period we experienced about two weeks ago was the single
most important factor contributing to the widespread incidence of fire blight this year. The rains
apparently came at the time the bacteria were reproducing rapidly; the organisms then being
spread in rain droplets driven by wind.
As I have said to many of you by phone, fire blight rarely kills a tree. The disease attacks
the tender growth and then the tree will regenerate new growth from buds on older growth that

